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ABSTRACT 
The growth of low cost airlines has accelerated customer acceptance of the Internet as a suitable 
medium for booking airline travel. The aim of this exploratory study was to profile the users of airline 
websites by examining their preferences for various content attributes. The research utilised an online 
questionnaire to sample the preferences of 1305 respondents from Australia and New Zealand. The 
results indicated that airline website attributes could be organised into six factors. Further analysis 
found that users of airline websites could be segmented into four groups based on these factors. These 
groups were named trip planners, lookers, bookers and frequent flyers. The results indicated that all 
four groups differ substantially in terms of demographic measures, product usage, motives and 
purchase behaviour. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The global aviation industry is experiencing one of the most turbulent periods in its history. 
Terrorism and security challenges have dramatically altered the aviation landscape, with some airlines 
collapsing and others struggling to maintain financial viability. At the same time, traditional full 
service airlines have become increasingly uncompetitive as the attractiveness of low cost airlines has 
escalated. The growth and development of low cost airlines has led to increased utilisation of the 
Internet as a means of distributing airline tickets. Additional incentives such as discounts for online-
only bookings and ‘happy hour’ specials have reduced the reluctance of customers to purchase air 
travel online. As a result, established full service carriers have been re-inventing their distribution 
systems to narrow the gap with low cost airlines.  
Having established the Internet as a suitable distribution medium, airlines are now seeking to 
optimise their websites to improve conversion rates. However, there has been little attempt in the 
tourism literature to identify whether users of airline websites are homogenous or heterogenous in 
terms of their preferences for online content. This paper aims to contribute to this area by profiling the 
users of airline websites according their preferences for various content attributes on airline websites. 
It is expected that the research will have both practical and theoretical outcomes.  
 
ONLINE PURCHASE OF AIRLINE TRAVEL 
The growth in the online purchase of airline travel appears to be a worldwide trend. Claria 
Corporation reported in 2005 that 88 percent of U.S. consumers had used the Internet to research or 
purchase air travel. Of this group, 61 percent indicated that they had purchased or planned to purchase 
an airline ticket online, up from 50 percent in 2004. A study of commercial airlines conducted by 
SITA (2005) found that 63 percent of all North American airline tickets were sold online. This 
contrasts with 24 percent in Europe and only 9.7 percent in the Asia-Pacific region. An evaluation of 
over 2,000 users of travel and airline websites indicated that that 81 percent of respondents listed 
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price as the single most important factor in their decision book a flight online (Keynote Systems, 
2005). This research also found that 70 percent of customers with internet access booked air travel 
online. Card, Chen & Cole (2003) reported that airline travel is the most common travel product 
purchased online. This is partly supported by Nielsen/Netratings (2005), which found that airline 
websites had double the conversion rates of online travel portals. 
Since the mid-1990’s many tourism researchers have studied the Internet as a distribution channel 
for a variety of travel products. Indeed, the tourism literature has frequently noted that the intangible 
and perishable nature of tourism products make them ideal for online distribution. Prior work 
examining the role of the Internet in tourism can be broadly grouped into four streams. 
One major area of research is concerned with website evaluations. These studies are supply-
oriented in the sense that they mainly utilise content analysis of website features across a range of 
tourism industry sectors (Murphy, Forrest, Wotring & Brymer, 1996; Benckendorff & Black, 2000; 
Law & Leung, 2000; Wan, 2002; Cai, Card & Cole, 2004; Scharl, Wöber & Bauer, 2004; Baloglu & 
Pekcan, in press). Many studies of this type have simply dealt with a technical assessment of the basic 
content and hypertext structures of websites. A comprehensive study by Morrison, Taylor & Douglas 
(2004) provides a review of various approaches to website evaluation. They argue that approaches 
can be categorised into four groups based on why and when the evaluation was conducted and 
whether the focus was on effectiveness or efficiency. Law & Leung’s (2000) study of the online 
reservation services of 30 airlines is particularly relevant to this paper. Their research provides a 
useful set of attributes for consideration in the present research. The analysis of thirty airline websites 
worldwide found significant differences in site attributes between geographic regions. 
A second stream of research has explored Internet adoption and use by tourism businesses. These 
are also supply-oriented studies, but rather than evaluating the websites of tourism businesses, the 
focus of this research has been on the use of Internet technology by these businesses. The research 
methodologies typically involve interviews or surveys of tourism businesses such as tour operators, 
hotels and destination marketing organisations (Siguaw, Enz & Namasivayam, 2000; Yuan, Gretzel 
& Fesenmaier, 2003).  
A third area of research has reported on the characteristics, preferences and expectations of web 
users. These studies are demand-oriented, because they consider the online services and features used 
by travellers when making decisions about travel products. Studies typically contrast the 
characteristics of various groups of web users and in some cases report on their preferences (Nysveen, 
Methlie & Pedersen, 2003). A useful stream of research has investigated the demographic differences 
between ‘lookers’ and bookers’ (Susskind, Bonn & Dev, 2003; Card, Chen & Cole, 2003). There are 
surprisingly few academic studies of customer preferences for tourism websites. However, the work 
of Benckendorff (2006) provides some insights into the content preferences of airline website users. 
This research groups preferences into seven factors, which are arranged in terms of basic factors, 
pivotal factors and supplementary factors. 
A fourth, more sophisticated, stream of research investigating the online behaviour of web users 
has emerged more recently. Some researchers have focussed on online information search behaviour 
(Luo, Feng & Cai, 2004; Jang, 2004). Bai, Hu, Elsworth & Countryman (2004) conducted an 
insightful study of the online travel planning behaviour of U.S. college students. The emerging 
concept of socially enhanced travel booking has also been explored using a quasi-experimental 
methodology (Rudstrom & Fagerberg, 2004). The work of Klein, Köhne & Öörni (2004), following 
that of Marcussen (1999), observed that in Europe the adoption of online air travel booking has been 
slow. They conducted two experiments with web users to identify barriers that account for this. These 
included a lack of relevant information, price dispersion, product complexity and the usability of 
online booking tools. 
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Some researchers have combined elements of these four themes. A study by Benckendorff & 
Black (2000) used both surveys of regional tourism organisations as well as website evaluations. 
Research by Nysveen, et al. (2003) collected responses from both web users and tourism businesses 
in order to determine gaps between customer preferences and actual website offerings. This research 
is particularly interesting because it recognises the need for research that assesses the effectiveness of 
the Internet from the perspective of the recipient of the marketing communication – the customer. 
A review of empirical research into customer expectations and preferences regarding tourism 
websites has revealed that there is a need for further research in this area. Law & Leung (2000) and 
Benckendorff (2006) have also noted that more research is needed to explore the expectations of 
airline travellers who use online reservation services. A major limitation of current studies of website 
effectiveness is that they typically employ evaluations conducted by tourism researchers themselves, 
rather than customers. Although the Internet is frequently managed as a technological innovation, its 
success as a marketing tool relies on the assimilation of customer expectations and preferences into 
the design and content of websites (Law & Leung, 2000). As airline customers become increasingly 
‘net-savvy’ it would be irresponsible to ignore these preferences.  
 
METHOD 
Procedure 
The data were collected in late 2004 using a self-administered web-based questionnaire. The 
online data collection method employed in this study provided better access to a sample that was 
difficult to reach using other data collection methods. To fully understand and profile the users of 
airline websites a representative sample of travellers from around the globe, collected over an 
extended period of time, would be ideal. However, the logistics of attracting a truly representative 
global sample to an online survey are complex and because time and money for primary data 
collection were limited, the spatial and temporal scope of the study was restricted. As a result, the 
geographic area of interest in this study was confined to Australia and New Zealand. 
Hwang & Fesemaier (2004, p.298) note that “extreme caution should given to the interpretation of 
survey results obtained from a self-selected sample because those respondents who voluntarily 
participate in the survey tend to have strong opinions on the survey topic and are more likely to be 
interested in and concerned about the topic than those who do not.” The procedure employed for this 
study attempted to overcome this challenge by offering an incentive of an AU$300 cash prize to 
attract a range of respondents to participate in the survey. 
Instrument 
Although the existing literature provided a number of variables for measuring general website 
preferences few studies, with the exception of Law and Leung (2000) and Kucway (1997), were 
specific to airline websites. Research by Kucway (1997) suggested that basic airline website features 
included flight schedules, ticketing information, frequent flyer information and customer service 
contact details. Law & Leung (2000) provided several airline-specific website attributes relevant to 
this research, including flight information and reservations, hotel reservations, car rental and 
destination information. In addition to this literature, further attributes were derived from a brief 
qualitative evaluation of exiting airline websites and from the work of Benckendorff (2006). One 
challenge of mining the literature in this fashion for useful variables is that too many items are 
identified. Bauer & Scharl (2000) contend that the generalisation of findings can often be better 
achieved by using a smaller set of highly relevant attributes. The number of content attributes used in 
this study was therefore limited to 25. 
The questionnaire contained questions about demographics, product usage (airline used most 
often, number of flights per year, class of travel), primary reason for using the internet for online 
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bookings, reason for flying with a particular airline and online purchase proclivity. Respondents were 
asked to indicate the importance of the 25 content attributes on a four-point scale (1=extremely 
important…4=not at all important). A four-point scale was used in this instance to circumvent the 
possibility of ‘neutral’ responses. Respondents were also able to select a ‘not applicable’ option. 
These scales were used for classificatory and profiling purposes.  
Sample 
The online questionnaire was completed by 1305 respondents over a period of three months. A 
profile of the sample is provided in Table 1. The final sample exhibited a fairly equal age and gender 
distribution. This profile is quite consistent with estimates by the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
(2003) of the characteristics of Australian Internet users. However, the sample contained fewer 
individuals in the lowest age group when compared with the Australian Internet population. The age 
profile is also inconsistent with the findings of Hwang and Fesenmaier (2004), who reported that self-
selected participants tend to be overrepresented by individuals who are younger.  
 
TABLE 1. Demographic profile of respondents (n= 1305) 
    
Gender  Location  
  Female  52.0%   New South Wales  24.0% 
  Male  48.0%   Victoria  17.3% 
    Queensland  13.3% 
    Western Australia  6.1% 
Age Group    South Australia  5.8% 
  18 to 25  9.3%   Australian Capital Territory  2.2% 
  26 to 35  25.3%   Tasmania  1.6% 
  36 to 50  35.3%   Northern Territory  0.4% 
  51 to 65  25.2%   New Zealand - North Island  21.6% 
  Over 65  4.7%   New Zealand - South Island  7.8% 
    
 
Hwang & Fesenmaier (2004) provide a useful review of the literature examining the potential for 
survey error in online samples. Of particular relevance to this paper is their discussion of coverage 
error and non response error. They argue that a major concern with online samples is the fact that they 
are only representative of active Internet users. Consequently, travellers who are familiar with the 
Internet and use it actively to plan trips have a much better chance of being included in the sampling 
frame of online surveys. This is convenient for the current study, since the target population does in 
fact include users who have had some experience using the Internet to book and search for airline 
seats. 
A further concern regarding online surveys is the representativeness of the sample to the 
population (Hwang and Fesenmaier, 2004). A profile of the population for this study is not available. 
Airlines do not provide profiles of travellers who use their websites for travel bookings and this 
information is not available in the public domain. Anecdotally the sample may be reasonably accurate 
in terms of age and gender but this is difficult to confirm. In terms of the geographic dispersal of the 
larger population, the sample appears to be accurate. The dispersal of respondents by states, territories 
and regions was highly correlated with the actual distribution of populations in Australia and New 
Zealand, with an overall correlation of 0.91 (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2005; Statistics New 
Zealand, 2005). According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics (2003), the proportion of households 
with access to the Internet does not vary much from state to state, with the exception of the Australian 
Capital Territory, which has a higher proportion of Internet users. Notwithstanding the limitations 
posed by a paucity of data regarding the population, the selected sampling method was considered to 
offer the best prospect for reaching respondents in the target population, and for addressing the aim of 
the research.  
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Respondents were asked to indicate the importance of 25 content attributes using a four point 
rating scale. These 25 items were subjected to a principle component factor analysis with Equamax 
rotation. Principal Component Analysis was chosen as the analytical procedure because of the desire 
to achieve orthogonal, independent factors, which could be used in clustering algorithms to produce 
viable market segments. The solution converged after eight rotations and accounted for 62.4% of 
variance. The KMO measure was 0.90, while Bartlett’s test of sphericity produced a Chi Square of 
5490.90 (p=0.00), indicating that the data are suitable for factor analysis. The results are presented in 
Table 2, along with mean ratings for the 28 individual items.  
 
TABLE 2. Factor analysis of airline website attributes 
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Information on earning & redeeming points 1.99 0.91      
View frequent flyer account history online 2.12 0.88      
Book frequent flyer award flights online 2.10 0.87      
Join the frequent flyer program online 2.30 0.80      
Book domestic holiday packages online 2.61  0.84     
Buy airline merchandise online 2.59  0.84     
Book overseas holiday packages online 2.94  0.78     
A website tool to find out whether a flight is on-time 3.04  0.63     
Book rental cars online 3.67  0.41     
Corporate information about the airline 3.45   0.77    
A listing of in-flight services 3.11   0.76    
Information on the offerings for business travellers 3.17   0.68    
Website security information 2.90   0.64    
Change/cancel a ticket online 2.83    0.70   
View current bookings online 2.76    0.70   
Advise online that special assistance/meal is required 2.27    0.60   
Booking a ticket online 1.89    0.54   
Information about travel destinations 1.97     0.65  
Book multi-city travel online 1.77     0.56  
Book unaccompanied children online 2.08     0.56  
Book hotels online 2.29     0.51  
Information about the fleet of aircraft 2.44     0.45  
Search for a ticket by date/time 1.48      0.78 
Flight Schedules 1.33      0.70 
Search for a ticket by price 1.43      0.53 
Rotated Eigen values  3.25 3.02 2.93 2.36 2.15 1.91 
% Variance  13.02 12.06 11.71 9.42 8.61 7.63 
Chronbach’s Alpha  0.92 0.86 0.82 0.76 0.74 0.54 
Factor Meana  2.14 2.94 3.13 2.31 2.11 1.41 
a. Mean is based on the following scale:   1=Extremely Important… 4=not at all important 
 
The results indicated that the 25 airline content features can be grouped into 6 factors. The factors 
were labelled after a consideration of attributes with higher loadings comprising each factor. The 
following observations can be made for each factor: 
▪ Frequent Flyer Programs: it was somewhat surprising that the four items related to frequent flyer 
programs did not load on the second factor (value-added services), but clearly travellers view these 
as a distinct and important service provided by airline websites. These items were seen to be of 
some importance to travellers, with a factor mean of 2.14.  
▪ Value-added services: include the ability to book extra services such as car rental, hotels and tour 
packages and to buy airline merchandise, as well as the capacity to check whether flights are on 
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time. Interestingly, this factor also included a tool to find out whether flights are on time. While it 
does not fit as neatly with the other four items it can be regarded as a value-added feature none-
the-less. The overall factor mean of 2.94 suggests that the value-added services factor is less 
important than four of the other factors identified. 
▪ Supplementary information: includes a range of content that may support a web user’s decision to 
book online with the airline. This factor seems to have a trust dimension to it as it includes 
corporate and security information. It also contains content such as in flight services and 
information for business travellers which may be useful when making a purchase decision. The 
factor mean for this item (3.13) indicates that it is the least important inclusion for travellers. 
▪ Basic booking features: allow travellers to conduct and manage online bookings. Somewhat 
surprisingly, this factor did not receive a lower overall importance rating (2.31), however, the 
individual item “booking a ticket online” did receive the fourth lowest rating (1.89) of all 25 items. 
Within this factor, the ability book tickets and to make special requests was more important than 
the capacity to view current bookings or to change or cancel a booking online.  
▪ Extended booking features: these items included information about the destination and airline fleet 
as well as the capacity to book multi-city trips, unaccompanied children and accommodation. It 
was somewhat surprising that hotel bookings were not included in factor 2 (value-added services) 
but a quick glance at the means for these item indicates that travellers rated this as far more 
important. Extended booking features are still rare on most airline websites but are clearly 
regarded as being important to travellers, with a factor mean of 2.11. 
▪ Flight Search Features: this factor included the three content items associated with searching for 
flight details. This item had the lowest factor mean (1.41), suggesting that it is clearly at the core of 
what most users expect from an airline website. These findings support the more detailed work of 
Susskind, et al. (2003) in this area. 
The alpha score for all 25 variables analysed was 0.92. Alpha scores above a threshold of 0.7 are 
considered reliable, therefore five of the six factors showed strong internal reliability (Hair, Black, 
Babin, Anderson & Thatham, 2005). While factor 6 did not strictly meet Hair et al.’s requirement for 
exploratory analysis, it was retained because the individual items in the factor were thematically 
consistent. 
The six factors identified above were used as composite variables for the identification of 
segments of respondents. Since the a priori number of segments was not known before-hand, cluster 
solutions were generated for 2, 3, 4 and 5 clusters using the K-means cluster method. The K-means 
analysis was selected to maximize within-cluster homogeneity because it is a frequently used 
clustering algorithm known to produce stable and interpretable results. The four cluster solution 
offered the clearest interpretation and the results of this solution are presented in Table 3. 
 
TABLE 3. Factor means for the four identified clusters 
Cluster 1: 
Frequent Flyers 
Cluster 2: 
Bookers 
Cluster 3: 
Trip Planners 
Cluster 4:
Lookers Factors 
n=363 n=207 n=136 n=486 
Search Features 1.27 1.38 1.10 1.62 
Extended Booking Features 1.79 2.06 1.23 2.61 
Frequent Flyer Features 1.46 3.30 1.39 2.38 
Basic Booking Features 1.92 1.96 1.27 3.03 
Value Added Services 2.80 3.05 1.67 3.34 
Supplementary Information 2.98 3.34 1.72 3.50 
Note:  Means are based on the following scale:   1=Extremely Important… 4=not at all important.  
The four clusters were significantly different on all items using the Kruskal-Wallis test with p< 0.05. 
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To assist in the interpretation of the information mean scores below the mid-point of the scale (i.e. 
2) have been highlighted in bold. This helped to identify the four clusters which were labelled as 
shown in the table. The four clusters can be described as follows: 
▪ Frequent Flyers: this segment appears to be mostly interested in purchasing air travel but also have 
a strong interest in frequent flyer programs. They are distinguished from trip planners by placing 
much less importance on booking value-added services, such as car rental and holiday packages. 
They are also less likely to find supplementary information such as fleet information and corporate 
information particularly important. 
▪ Bookers: this segment visits airline websites simply to find and book a flight. They are less 
interested in ‘add-ons’ such as value added services or supplementary information. This group is 
particularly disinterested in frequent flyer program features. 
▪ Trip Planners: these travellers can be described as tech-savvy. They would like to use airline 
websites to plan and book their entire holiday trip, from flights, to accommodation and tour 
packages. They place high importance on all features.  
▪ Lookers: these users attach much less importance on all factors when compared to other segments, 
but still rank search features as being relatively important. This would suggest that they would 
mostly use the internet to find flights and compare prices before using other distribution channels 
to make bookings. 
The four segments do support the notion of ‘lookers’ and ‘bookers’ identified by other researchers 
(cf Susskind, et al., 2003). However, it also highlights that variations to these two groups exist, with 
trip planners and frequent flyers being an extension of the ‘bookers’ group. 
The next step of the analysis was to profile each of the segments based on demographics, product 
usage, reasons for using the web to book flights, airline patronage, reasons for flying with a particular 
airline and likelihood of purchasing online. Table 4 provides a summary of the demographic profile 
of each segment.  
 
TABLE 4. Demographics for the four identified clusters 
 Frequent Flyers Bookers Trip Planners Lookers Chi-square Sig. 
       
Gender       
  Female 58.1% 63.8% 79.4% 36.0% 107.65 0.00 
  Male 41.9% 36.2% 20.6% 64.0%   
       
Age Group       
  18 to 25 8.3% 7.2% 16.9% 7.6% 34.46 0.001 
  26 to 35 30.6% 25.1% 27.9% 21.6%   
  36 to 50 35.0% 35.7% 33.8% 35.6%   
  51 to 65 23.7% 27.1% 18.4% 27.8%   
  Over 65 2.5% 4.8% 2.9% 7.4%   
       
Location        
  Australian Residents 74.0% 75.5% 85.2% 61.2% 38.38 0.00 
  New Zealand Residents 26.0% 24.5% 14.8% 38.8%   
       
Note: The four tourist types were significantly different on all items using chi-square analyses with p< 0.05. 
 
Despite being clustered together, frequent flyers and bookers are quite heterogenous in terms of 
age and gender. A cross tabulation of age and gender for each cluster indicates that frequent flyers are 
significantly more likely to be females between 26 and 50 (p=0.023). The bookers are significantly 
more likely to be older females aged between 36 and 50 (p=0.012). In contrast, the trip planners are a 
much more homogenous group, but tend to be female and younger, when compared to other groups. 
The lookers category contrasts sharply with the other segments because it seems to contain many of 
the males in the sample. Users in this segment tend to be older than other segments. In terms of 
location, it was interesting to discover strong regional differences between Australia and New 
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Zealand. Trip planners were far more evident in Australia than in New Zealand, while lookers appear 
more common in New Zealand. 
Table 5 provides a summary of the product usage characteristics for each segment. While it must 
be acknowledged that the sample included a large percentage of leisure travellers overall, the bookers 
and trip planners were significantly more likely to travel for leisure purposes. The bookers in 
particular, also appear to be a price sensitive market, with a larger proportion of travellers seeking 
discount economy tickets and travelling on low cost airlines. The frequent flyers were far more likely 
to travel on Qantas or Air New Zealand, which is not surprising because at the time of the study 
Virgin Blue did not have a frequent flyer program. The results confirm that the frequent flyers are 
accurately labelled, as they do indeed travel more often per year than bookers or trip planners. 
Lookers, surprisingly, also travel more frequently. This group contains a higher proportion of 
business travellers, perhaps suggesting that some individuals in this group may search for suitable 
flights but may delegate the task of actually booking their travel. 
 
TABLE 5. Product use characteristics for the four identified clusters 
 Frequent Flyers Bookers Trip Planners Lookers Chi-square Sig. 
       
Reason for travel       
  Leisure 81.8% 91.7% 90.1% 82.2% 15.13 0.002 
  Business 18.2% 8.3% 9.9% 17.8%   
       
Average no. flights / year       
  None 3.0% 11.1% 8.9% 2.3% 69.07 0.000 
  1 to 2 42.1% 53.6% 56.3% 43.3%   
  3 to 5 30.3% 27.1% 20.0% 32.5%   
  6 to 10 14.9% 5.8% 5.9% 14.2%   
  More than 10 9.6% 2.4% 8.9% 7.7%   
       
Fare type        
  Discount Economy 69.4% 78.9% 70.2% 67.2% 13.11 0.041 
  Full Economy 25.3% 20.1% 26.0% 27.3%   
  Business / First Class 5.3% 1.0% 3.8% 5.4%   
       
Airline used most often       
  Qantas 51.6% 39.8% 40.0% 42.3% 56.26 0.000 
  Air New Zealand 19.9% 16.7% 12.5% 26.5%   
  Virgin Blue 15.8% 32.3% 32.5% 14.0%   
  Other 12.7% 11.3% 15.0% 17.2%   
       
Airline type       
  Full Service 83.5% 65.6% 66.7% 85.4% 46.063 0.000 
  Low cost 16.5% 34.4% 33.3% 14.6%   
       
Note: The four tourist types were significantly different on all items using chi-square analyses with p< 0.05. 
 
Respondents were asked about their main reason for flying with their preferred airline, as well as 
their primary reason for booking air travel online. The findings are presented in Table 6. The results 
reinforce the finding that bookers and trip planners are a more price sensitive market. A larger 
proportion of individuals in these groups indicated that lowest price was the primary reason for flying 
with their favourite airline. Furthermore, a larger proportion of trip planners were also seeking 
comfort. In contrast, convenient scheduling was more important to lookers, while frequent flyers 
tended to place more emphasis on the availability of frequent flyer programs, networks, ease of 
booking and comfort. The motives for booking online did not differ significantly between clusters, 
but it is useful to note that the bookers and trip planners were again motivated by price.  
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TABLE 6. Motives for travelling with preferred airline and for booking online 
 Frequent Flyers Bookers Trip Planners Lookers Chi-square Sig. 
       
Motive for selecting airline       
  Lowest Price 30.2% 48.1% 44.4% 24.9% 58.53 0.000 
  Convenient Scheduling 24.9% 22.8% 20.4% 33.5%   
  Best in-flight service 9.1% 8.2% 11.1% 10.7%   
  Frequent Flyer Program 9.8% 1.9% 2.8% 7.9%   
  Widest network 7.5% 3.2% 6.5% 7.9%   
  Easiest to book 6.0% 6.3% 1.9% 5.8%   
  Most comfortable 6.0% 3.8% 9.3% 4.7%   
  Only one available 6.4% 5.7% 3.7% 4.7%   
       
Motive for booking online       
  Convenience 48.1% 38.0% 38.7% 45.9% 21.47 0.122 
  Lowest Price 37.6% 43.2% 44.1% 39.6%   
  Prefer to be in control 8.7% 12.0% 11.7% 7.5%   
  Speed 3.4% 2.1% 3.6% 5.7%   
  Can select own seat 1.2% 2.1% 0.9% 0.5%   
  Other 0.9% 2.6% 0.9% 0.9%   
       
Note: The four tourist types were significantly different for the first item using chi-square analyses with p< 0.05. 
 
Respondents were asked how often they booked airline tickets using the web or other channels. A 
Kruskal-Wallis test was conducted to explore differences between the four segments based on mean 
ranks and the results are presented in Table 7. All groups were less likely to book air travel offline. 
Trip planners were the most likely to book tickets online, but equally, also indicated that they were 
the most likely to purchase airline tickets offline. This is somewhat puzzling and again points to a 
group that may not be completely homogenous. As expected, the lookers were the least likely to book 
a trip online, but were also less likely to book a trip offline, reinforcing the suspicion that this group 
may contain individuals (mostly males) who search for suitable flights but who ultimately ask 
someone else (i.e. administrative assistants, wives, girlfriends etc.) to actually book the flight. 
 
TABLE 7. Likelihood of purchasing air travel online and offline 
 Frequent Flyers Bookers Trip Planners Lookers Chi-square Sig. 
       
Booking tickets online 2.48 2.34 2.30 2.57 24.17 0.000 
Booking tickets offline 3.63 3.79 3.53 3.87 33.41 0.000 
       
Note: The four tourist types were significantly different for all items using Kruskal-Wallis analyses with p<0.05.  
Mean is based on: 1 = Always … 5 = Never. 
 
CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 
 
The aim of this exploratory study was to profile the users of airline websites by examining their 
preferences for various content attributes on airline websites. The results indicate that users or airline 
websites are not a homogenous group and can be described in terms of four clear segments that differ 
significantly on many of the variables assessed in the study. The existence of the ‘lookers’ and 
‘bookers’ groups identified by other researchers is confirmed. However, the results indicate that the 
‘bookers’ group can be further delineated into those individuals that attach high importance to basic 
booking features (bookers); individuals who find booking features important but are also looking for 
frequent flyer program features (frequent flyers); and individuals who would like to be able to plan 
their entire trip through one website (trip planners). 
This study provides a number of practical and theoretical insights for tourism researchers and 
website planners. For researchers, any future studies of airline websites should consciously recognise 
the existence of distinct market segments and not treat online customers as a homogeneous market 
segment. There does appear to be distinct tourist segments that have genuinely different needs and 
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desires. The research therefore adds to the literature about airline websites and travel website 
preferences in general. A further theoretical contribution of this study is the suggestion that user 
preferences for airline websites can be organised using a construct of six factors. Some of these 
factors are very similar to the seven factors identified by Benckendorff (2006). The research also 
provides a customer-oriented perspective of airline websites which compliments the supply-oriented 
research of Law & Leung (2000). 
From a website planner’s perspective, the current study provides an indication of the relative 
importance of various airline website attributes. The content factors and resultant segments identified 
by the research indicates that first and foremost website planners need to give precedence to flight 
schedules and flight search features on airline homepages. The findings also provide some useful 
insights that may inform the placement and prominence of other content features on airline 
homepages and websites. For example, one implication of the research is that frequent flyer program 
features need to be readily accessible from the homepage, but if they are too prominent they may 
detract from content areas desired by market segments such as lookers and bookers. Equally, the 
existence of the ‘trip planner’ segment suggests that some thought needs to be put into how to provide 
value-added services, without complicating the booking process for other segments who desire 
simply to book an airline seat. The presence of these segments suggests that airline website designers 
have to carefully balance the content displayed on homepages and throughout the booking process.  
The research does have several limitations. Firstly, in order to manage the data collection process 
more easily, the sample was drawn from Australia and New Zealand only. Further research is needed 
to see how these segments compare across cultures and geographic boundaries. Secondly, as noted in 
the methodology, the use of online questionnaires is a relatively new data collection method. It is not 
clear whether this data collection method has introduced any non-response or internal biases into the 
research. Further research should consider how to capture a broader sample of airline passengers. As 
noted earlier, this study concentrated largely on respondents who were already reasonably familiar 
with airline websites. Business travellers are an illusive, but important, group of users who are 
probably underrepresented in this study. Furthermore, while this study expressly set out ignore air 
travellers who do not book online and multiple data collection approaches (i.e. online and paper-
based) which could reach these travellers would generate very interesting findings.  
Although the study reported in this paper sheds some light on the different groups of customers 
who use airline websites, there is substantial scope for further research. In addition to the cross-
cultural comparison suggested above, further research is needed to understand the differences 
between demographic groups. The literature suggests that information search behaviour varies 
according to a number of demographic variables, including gender, household income, trip purpose 
and product usage (Luo, et al., 2004). The research did not measure common demographic variables 
such as income, marital status or education due to the fact that many respondents find such questions 
to be invasive or sensitive. However, given the outcome of the research, it would be useful to conduct 
a follow up study which included such variables as education level, occupation, income, and position 
in family life cycle, among others. It would also be useful to ask more detailed questions about 
internet usage, such as how often respondents use the Internet at work and at home, and how often 
they purchase products and services online.  
In summary, this study has attempted to provide a profile of airline website users based on the 
importance attached to various content features. The study is unique in a number of ways. First, it 
focuses on airline websites, which have not been subject to much empirical research in the tourism 
literature. Second, the study examines the importance of various site content features from a customer 
perspective, where much of the previous research in this field has relied on ‘expert’ evaluations or 
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content analysis. Finally, the exploratory nature of this study will add to the understanding of online 
travel distribution in general and may stimulate empirical investigations in other contexts.  
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